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SOLIDARITY

/ˌsɒl.ɪˈdær.ə.ti /

(noun)

To show support for each other or for 
another group, especially between 
political or international affairs.1

A feeling of unity between people who 
have the same interests or goals.2


Introduction

‘No freedom without solidarity.’

– Solidarity (Polish trade union)

In 1919, physician Magnus Hirschfeld flung open the doors of his research institute, the Institut für Sexualwissenschaft.1 This opening marked the realisation of a lifelong dream; the dream of dedicating an entire institution to the then-budding field of sexology, the study of human sexuality. The building itself was palatial, nestled on the edge of Berlin’s leafy, picturesque Tiergarten – incidentally, now a renowned gay cruising spot.2 Inside this building, Hirschfeld was one of the first known doctors to treat what we’d now describe as LGBTQ+ patients.

It took decades of work, sweat and passion to build the Institute. Hirschfeld himself was gay and Jewish, born in the seaside city of what’s now known as Kołobrzeg, Poland. Early on, he followed in his dad’s footsteps and became a general medical practitioner, but after four years of practice, Hirschfeld moved to Berlin in 1896. It was here that he started seriously studying homosexuality – not just as a medical professional, but as a young gay man, too. In 1904, Hirschfeld published a book whose title translates to Berlin’s Third Sex.3 As well as advocating for gay rights, he took readers on a thrilling underground tour of Berlin’s gay scene, detailing clandestine bars, drag nights and even little-known cruising spots. Yet the daily realities of his medical work were more sombre, and after years of treating suicidal gay men, Hirschfeld set about dedicating himself to the practice of sexology. Through this work, he hoped, he could fight for the fair treatment of sexual minorities.

When Hirschfeld was finally ready to start laying the foundations for his fabled institute in the 1910s, he reached out to two frequent collaborators: Arthur Kronfeld, a psychotherapist, and Bernard Schapiro, an andrologist. Their combined expertise meant the Institute could operate as a multi-faceted organisation.4

Slowly, Hirschfeld began assembling a small but dedicated staff. He recruited clinicians, therapists and medical practitioners; between them, they offered everything from psychological treatment to sex and marriage counselling, their work always informed by principles of safe sex and zero judgement. Progressive politics underpinned the Institute more broadly, even by today’s standards: as well as a zerotolerance approach to stigma, there was a sliding-scale pricing policy, meaning poorer patients could be treated at lower costs and nobody would be turned away for lack of funds. The Institute had a handful of clinical treatment rooms, where gender non-conforming people could speak to specialists about their desire to start hormone therapy. Hirschfeld later coined the term ‘transsexual’ in 1923, and went on to make more key breakthroughs in what we’d now describe as gender-affirming healthcare. In fact, some of the world’s earliest gender-affirmation surgeries might never have happened were it not for him laying the blueprints.

Arguably, Hirschfeld’s goal as a sexologist was rooted in solidarity. His politics were far from flawless – more on that soon – but he did seemingly fight for other marginalised groups, at least to some extent, and he used his knowledge to dispel discriminatory myths. In 1918, he co-authored an international pamphlet with his sister, Franziska Mann, the title of which loosely translated to: ‘What Every Woman Needs to Know About the Right to Vote’ (Was Jede Frau vom Walrecht Wissen Muß).5 When Hirschfeld started to flesh out his concept of ‘transsexualism’ in the early 1920s, he used his authority to issue ‘transvestite passes’ to trans people. If these people were harassed or threatened with criminalisation by police officers, these passes would – at least in theory – protect them.6

Unsurprisingly, it didn’t take long for the progressive doctor to be brutally targeted by Nazis; in 1920, he was beaten so badly by German ethno-nationalists7 that police arriving at the crime scene initially declared him dead. Yet perhaps the biggest blow of all came on 6 May 1933, when Nazi-affiliated youths broke into his beloved Institute. Not only did they smash up the building, the young Nazis also rifled through drawers and flung X-rays, photographs and classified documents out of the windows. They tore pictures from the walls, decimated Hirschfeld’s bookshelves and seized decades of research papers, including some of the earliest recorded cases of trans people undergoing medical treatment. Days later, the Nazis made a public spectacle of setting these documents ablaze – and as a symbolic nail in the coffin, they fed a life-sized bust of Hirschfeld into the bonfire, too.8

It took a lifetime of work for Hirschfeld to build the world’s largest archive of sexual minorities. It took just hours for that archive to be destroyed.

Hirschfeld’s story is depressingly, infuriatingly timely in today’s era of renewed censorship and widespread moral panic. It’s taken queer trailblazers decades to prove that we’ve always existed, by writing histories which trace the contours of pre-colonial cultures and paint truly global pictures of our ancestry. Queerness isn’t some newfangled invention, and there’s more evidence than ever to prove it.

Today’s puritans might not be smashing up libraries, but they are launching full-scale attacks against queer culture, creating smear campaigns designed to get progressive books pulled from shelves. Incidentally, my own first book, The Art of Drag, has been swallowed into this so-called culture war. I’ve seen evangelicals slip bookmarks stamped with ‘PRIDE = SIN’ between its pages; when I was nominated for a teen readers’ choice awards, campaigners scoured my online history and screen-shotted sex-positive articles in the hopes of cancelling my nomination, all because I occasionally tweet in support of sex workers and write about sex.

It’s not just queer books, either; writing about race, gender, socialism – or, god forbid, all of the above – will have pearl-clutching parents frothing at the mouth, like rabid new incarnations of the iconic Simpsons ‘think of the children’ meme.

While we’re fighting to preserve existing stories, queer researchers worldwide are still recovering the traces of activists whose findings, research and reputations have been erased, often violently. In the grand scheme of history, we’re still in the early stages of that recovery process, dusting off the details of biographies like Hirschfeld’s. As a result, plenty of us feel protective of the pioneers who came before us. It can be tempting to put these innovators on pedestals, to overstate their queerness or to use terms like ‘non-binary’ to describe them – despite the fact that they may not have self-identified that way, even if they did have today’s language.

As more of us now understand, history is messy and complicated. It’s also plural: there are histories. The ones we read are usually written by those with the privilege and resources to write and publish without fear. These are narratives from the perspectives of colonisers, often middle-class scholars shrouded by the armour of whiteness, cis-ness and straightness. This creates a sort of pressure when it comes to writing marginalised histories, an urge to omit crucial context and paint unblemished portraits of heroes through the lens of their marginalisation, and that lens alone.

It’s always worth digging deeper – and further excavation of Hirschfeld’s past has complicated his legacy. Especially in recent years, the broader spectrum of his work is being interrogated and called into question. A 2022 book, Racism and the Making of Gay Rights: A Sexologist, His Student and the Empire of Queer Love,9 homes in on his relationship with Li Shiu Tong, a Chinese sexology student four decades his junior, as well as the complex nexus of race and power dynamics embedded within it. Of course, it’s not just a book about Hirschfeld’s personal life. Author Laurie Marhoefer also examines the physician’s later published work on racism, drawing a handful of seemingly contradictory conclusions. ‘His racism is very complicated,’ Marhoefer explained in a 2022 interview with Xtra Magazine.10 ‘He does say repeatedly that he’s against racism, and he does have some really inspiring moments where he denounces racism. I think people got thrown by that. But he’s against scientific racism. He’s against some kinds of racism and not others.’

Then there was Tong, Hirschfeld’s student. In the wake of Tong’s death in 1993, a handful of surviving documents indicated that his scholarship had actually gone further than Hirschfeld’s, by examining what we’d now describe as bisexuality, or sexual fluidity. Tong’s manuscript was never published, which begs the question: why? We may never know the specifics, but his lost contributions to sexology exemplify the wider whitewashing of queer histories.

Even historical figures who made game-changing advancements in their fields have never been perfect – and nor should they be. Hirschfeld described himself as anti-racist, and he indisputably showed political solidarity with other marginalised groups, a stance which set him apart from other experts of the time. Yet he also bought into a handful of racist and eugenicist theories popular in the early 20th century, and – at least according to Marhoefer – perpetuated some forms of racism with his later writings on the subject. Rather than viewing these critical readings of queer legacies as attempts to smear past heroes, it’s worth viewing them as opportunities to learn. Usually, the stories of LGBTQ+ historical figures are syphoned off, examined through the lenses of gender and sexuality alone. As a result, it often goes unacknowledged that some groundbreaking activists were complicit in the marginalisation of other groups, and, of course, that plenty of LGBTQ+ people are also people of colour, they’re working-class, they’re trans or disabled.

This tendency to varnish over nuance has led to countless missed opportunities to write flawed, complicated histories, the kind which could form the blueprint for broader, more effective coalition-building today. Similarly, there’s scope to write wider-ranging political histories, tales which look across various sectors of marginalisation to examine shared experiences, identify common enemies and chronicle historical attempts to come together.

That’s where Shoulder to Shoulder comes in. The aim of this book is to weave together new tapestries of activism, fusing human stories with archival research and critical thinking. This won’t be a book full of statistics and data, and that’s largely because marginalised groups rarely get the privilege of being humanised. We’re described as numbers and percentages all too often, and – as we saw in the case of Hirschfeld – it’s rare that our stories get told in depth, if at all.

Shoulder to Shoulder is ultimately a book about solidarity. It’s a concept that dates back to 19th-century France, but today it’s an ethos beloved of trade unions, left-wing thinkers and working-class organisers. It’s a mentality rooted in shared struggles, collective activism and mutuality, the idea that coalitions are more effective at making change than individuals.

The term has mutated through history, but in the late 1970s and early 1980s in particular, it became synonymous with workers’ rights. In August 1980, a Polish crane operator named Anna Walentynowicz scoured through a shipyard in Gdan´sk to collect candle stubs.11 Her hope was to create a makeshift memorial for workers who had been shot years earlier by government soldiers in a series of riots driven by poverty and skyrocketing food prices. The story of Walentynowicz scouring through dirt and rubble made its way to the desk of her employer, and she was promptly fired, just weeks before she was due to qualify for retirement. Her unjust dismissal sparked the creation of a trade union called Solidarity, whose premise was simple: banding together as maligned workers was the best strategy to topple exploitative bosses.

Committee reps created an Inter-Enterprise Strike Committee, whose demands were wide-ranging: as well as the right to strike and protest, they called for the release of political prisoners and improvements to national healthcare.12 These demands galvanised a mass movement; according to the Guardian, the Solidarity union had 10 million members, a third of Poland’s working-age population, within just a year, representing myriad occupations. Ultimately, their aim was to improve life for everyone. It helped that the union had a catchy, memorable slogan, too: NO FREEDOM WITHOUT SOLIDARITY.

Unions and workers’ rights are embedded in histories of solidarity, but the definition I’ll use in this book is about more than just picket lines. It’s about activists building relationships across lines of marginalisation, to advocate and continuously fight for one another.

In 1983, Barbara Smith – founding member of the Combahee River Collective, a trailblazing Black feminist collective – edited an anthology entitled Home Girls. Inside, there’s a visionary essay on coalition-building by Bernice Johnson Reagon,13 which sums up the meaning of solidarity. It’s a pragmatic manifesto which acknowledges that coalitions rarely come easy. To quote Johnson: ‘You don’t go into coalition because you like it. The only reason you would consider trying to team up with somebody who could possibly kill you is because that’s the only way you figure you could possibly stay alive.’

Home Girls was published almost a decade after the Combahee River Collective issued their joint statement on identity politics.14 Linked by firmly anti-racist, anti-sexist beliefs, these women came together on the grounds of shared experience to speak on issues which specifically shaped their lives. ‘Our politics initially sprung from the shared belief that Black women are inherently valuable,’ they wrote, ‘that our liberation is a necessity not as an adjunct to somebody else’s, but because of our need as human persons.’ It was a collective born of mainstream, second-wave feminism’s tendency to speak over and disregard the specific struggles of Black women, as well as the value of their scholarship. The authors alluded to this in their statement: ‘No other ostensibly progressive movement has ever considered our specific oppression as a priority or worked seriously for the ending of that oppression.’

Since then, identity politics has become a right-wing scapegoat.15 Its definition has been twisted beyond recognition by bigots, who bemoan today’s cultural landscape as ‘political correctness gone mad’.16 We see one-note think-pieces about ‘woke’ leftists and the Oppression Olympics; in these essays, ‘identity politics’ is described as a notion which flattens individual nuance, painting marginalised groups as monolithic.17 This is a wildly unfair and wilfully ignorant appraisal of the concept, especially as one of the founding principles of the Combahee River Collective was a commitment to ‘continual examination of our politics as they develop through criticism and self-criticism’.

In this sense, identity politics and solidarity can go hand in hand. Marginalised people with lived experience can be at the forefront of revolutionary change, but they can also build coalitions and show solidarity with other communities, without trying to dictate the terms of their battles.

Some of history’s best-known queer activist groups have followed these principles, taking a radical, inclusive – and often mischievous – approach to protest. In 1987, a group of New York-based activists came together to form ACT UP, the AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power. They staged ‘die-ins’ inside churches and outside government buildings, lying motionless en masse to illustrate the AIDS-related deaths caused by the US government’s inaction.18 They knew how to make a splash, and piss off the establishment. They once famously draped the house of Republican politician Jesse Helms in a giant condom, an act of protest so memorable it was later recreated in the award-winning series Pose.19 They made powerful art to communicate with the masses – itself a tactic inspired by feminist consciousness-raising groups of the late 1960s.

ACT UP has gone down in the annals of queer history as a revolutionary group, but their emphasis on solidarity is often overlooked. In a chapter published in the 2014 book Against Equality,20 American author and activist Mattilda Bernstein Sycamore writes:

ACT UP meant making connections – between government neglect of people with AIDS and structural homophobia and racism; between the ever-increasing military budget and the lack of funding for healthcare; between misogyny and the absence of resources for women with AIDS; between the war on drugs and the abandonment of HIV-positive drug addicts and prisoners.

The most groundbreaking examples of queer activism have never been solely in the service of LGBTQ+ people. To ignore this fact does us all a disservice.

Minimising these stories of queer solidarity has an effect on people – myself included.

I was born and raised on a council estate in South Yorkshire, educated in a school whose career advice boiled down to ‘take an apprenticeship’ or ‘don’t bother’. I knew from the first time I laid eyes on David Beckham’s Armani-clad bulge that I wasn’t straight; yet I also knew, from the slurs hurled across the playground, that being gay was something to shut up about, unless you wanted your head kicked in. The AIDS crisis still loomed heavy throughout my childhood, and Section 28 – a law which forbade the ‘promotion’ of homosexuality’ – had only just been repealed.21 As a result, the only time I saw or even heard about people like me was through the media.

This LGBTQ+ representation – and let’s be real, it was mainly ripped, cis white gay guys – was almost always middle class, dominated by ‘gay best friend’ stereotypes and standard gay bar scenes, in which hunky young men get drunk on swanky mimosas (arguably the most overrated drink in history) and grind with go-go dancers. Gay culture was perceived as hyper-sexual, but the gay characters themselves were rarely shown kissing, making out or fucking – too much of that would alienate straight viewers.

The 1990s saw ad executives target affluent LGBTQ+ people as potential consumers, and they weren’t exactly subtle about trying to win them over – at one point, Subarus were basically the lesbian car.22 So we got some visibility, but vast swathes of queer culture were defanged. There was no mention of groups like ACT UP, the Gay Liberation Front and quirky protest groups like drag nun troupe Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence. Instead, we got a distinctly polished era of gay visibility, one in which we were either tolerated or very occasionally celebrated – when we could be profitable or teach hapless straight men how to dress, introducing them to basic skincare.

It’s not just queer communities whose histories of activism have been sanitised, painted over with a glossy, commercial sheen. The first time I saw the face of Che Guevara, a Marxist revolutionary, it was printed on a £20 T-shirt. Artist Frida Kahlo was a die-hard socialist who lived with physical disabilities and was openly bisexual, yet her legacy is often reduced to nothing but her eyebrows. You might hear about the Black Panthers, but it’s unlikely you’ll hear about the Rainbow Coalition, built in collaboration with working-class activists from various demographics, who were all being trampled by systems of capitalism, imperialism and discrimination.

The most radical moments in activist histories either get erased entirely, or they’re stripped of their thorns and packaged as commodities to be bought and worn without context. Especially in today’s era of social media and platform capitalism, there’s unlimited potential to monetise activism. As Emma Dabiri writes in her incisive, book-length essay What White People Can Do Next: From Allyship to Coalition,23 ‘Much of the present “anti-racist” conversation is … devoid of class or capitalism, which it seems to have largely replaced with interpretations of interpersonal “privilege”.’

We can apply similar critiques to recent discussions of so-called ‘queer issues’, which leave little to no room for nuance. For the last two decades in particular, mainstream media has homed in on various topics, from same-sex marriage and military ‘transgender’ bans to ‘queerbaiting’24 (a term which describes apparently straight celebrities pandering to LGBTQ+ fanbases for profit), along with the endless question of which public toilets trans people should be allowed to use. These discussions are usually packaged in clickbait, incendiary opinion essays by the same revolving door of identikit, middle-class columnists who churn out divisive rhetoric to fan the flames of a so-called culture war. As a result, we rarely get critiques filtered through the lens of anti-imperialism or anti-capitalism; instead, we get today’s cruel media landscape, which forces trans people to ‘debate’ people fighting to strip them of even basic human rights. It’s an approach which perpetuates harm against us, while simultaneously denying us the right to meaningfully engage in wider political discussion.

Reductive framing makes a difference to how we see ourselves, too. I only really realised I was working-class at university, when I was surrounded by middle-class people for the first time. I policed myself all the time about my accent and annoyed by the fact that I had to work to pay my way while everyone else could afford not to. I struggled to articulate my queerness. I had internalised so much homophobia, much of which stemmed from the fact that I couldn’t afford to buy all the shit I felt I needed to be the right kind of gay – the palatable, visible, fit kind. Meanwhile, because I did leave South Yorkshire and move to a relatively big city, I started to internalise classism, too. I bought into the idea that working-class queer people were fundamentally doomed if they didn’t achieve social mobility, and it fucked me over. I became self-conscious all the time, constantly dialling down my personality in order to ‘pass’ as middle class.

It might sound trite, but learning about queer solidarity changed my life. I was sitting outside a pub, licking gravy off my fingers, when my grandma first presented me with our family tree, which showed that all the men in my family – bar one lone milkman – had worked as miners. A month later, I saw an exhibition in Sheffield which made brief mention of Lesbians and Gays Support the Miners, a solidarity group which built bridges between queer and working-class communities, united against the common enemy: a brutally right-wing government, determined to strip miners of their income, their livelihoods and their dignity. Gradually, I started to realise that the parts of myself I had compartmentalised weren’t so incompatible after all.

To go back to Dabiri’s essay, the change-making potential of solidarity is hugely under-emphasised within pretty much all marginalised histories. When harnessed effectively, it’s a threat to those in power. As Dabiri explains, ‘whiteness’ as we know it today was created to destroy any hopes of collaboration between indentured European workers and enslaved Africans. They had a shared enemy – the mega-rich landlords working them into the ground, for next to nothing in return – and soon understood they could work more effectively in coalition. Those in power got wind of this news, thus creating the category of ‘whiteness’ to differentiate the European workers from their African counterparts. In this newly formed hierarchy of race, the white Europeans were elevated enough to turn their backs on the enslaved Africans, meaning that today’s construction of whiteness is literally rooted in supremacy.

Like race, sexuality is also a construct; the words ‘heterosexual’ and ‘homosexual’ didn’t exist prior to 1868.25 As they trickled into everyday language, societal views of sex and sexuality began to shift. Initially, sexuality was thought of as something you do rather than something you are, a view made evident in the language of law, which criminalised acts like ‘buggery’ and ‘sodomy’ – anal, basically. In fact, lawmakers at the time wrote such broad definition of these terms that acts like bestiality – having sex with an animal – were punished under the same laws as gay sex and, in some cases, adultery. Historically, Western missionaries took these laws with them on their brutal colonial enforcement trips. Not only did they destroy and then colonise countries, they imposed these anti-gay laws. Homosexuality is still criminalised in more than 60 countries worldwide, many of them former colonies.26 In some cases, rich cultural histories of gender non-conformity were forcibly erased.27 Since then, heterosexuality has become a deeply ingrained cultural norm, a presumed default state of being. Anyone who deviates from this norm is punished, through social marginalisation and increased criminalisation.

Different forms of discrimination can’t be directly compared – they’re too nuanced, and by trying to draw false equivalences, we flatten these nuances. Marginalisation impacts us all differently, and some of us are marginalised across multiple lines: we might be queer and working-class, queer and people of colour, and so on. But there are key commonalities which, filtered through the lens of solidarity, could form the basis of a fight rooted in shared struggle.

This is the thread that links the stories in Shoulder to Shoulder. Whether it’s trans women leading abortion rights movements, Black Panthers pooling their resources to feed disabled protestors, or HIV activists in South Africa building continent-wide coalitions to fight for access to healthcare, these are tales of coalition-building first and foremost.

What Shoulder to Shoulder won’t do is provide a splashy how-to guide for today’s activists. It’s all too tempting to package these stories solely as lessons and blueprints, but that would be disingenuous. Anyone involved in day-to-day advocacy knows it’s hard and often boring work. It’s arranging endless planning meetings, navigating yet another WhatsApp group chat, spending long and usually unpaid hours putting together strategies, protest routes and mutual aid projects. It’s not glamorous, and it’s increasingly difficult, at least in the UK – the current right-wing government seems ever-more determined to criminalise protest.

Fundamentally, histories of activism are histories of people – and we all know how difficult it can be to work with others. People are messy, flawed and complicated. We have egos and agendas. Sometimes, we exhibit shitty behaviours – and sometimes, these behaviours cause irreparable rifts.

Arguments and disagreements aside, there are other factors which lead to activist collectives disbanding. In some cases, activists get criminalised, targeted and even killed for their work. This risk varies hugely based on location – in Latin America and South East Asia in particular, environmental activists have been murdered for their advocacy.28 In the last few years, we’ve seen the deaths of human rights defenders like Marielle Franco, a Black, Brazilian queer socialist, who was killed under mysterious circumstances in Rio de Janeiro.29 In 2022 alone, more than 400 human rights defenders – the majority of whom were Indigenous – were targeted and killed.30 Especially in countries outside of wealthy, Western bubbles, activism can be a question of life or death. Yet marginalised activists continue to do this work, because opting out isn’t an option for them.

Although Shoulder to Shoulder will look to worldwide examples, there are obvious barriers to writing a truly global history: language is a big one (for that reason, the book is limited to English, Spanish and French-language resources), and cultural context is another. Telling worldwide stories is one thing, but telling them respectfully, expertly and sensitively is something entirely different; in many cases, the stories simply aren’t mine to tell.

When it comes to writing about groups like the Black Panthers, and Black and marginalised histories more broadly, the scope of this book is to highlight that coalition-building has always happened. There were collectives like the White Panthers, an anti-racist group formed as a result of Black Panthers calling on white people to stand in solidarity with them. In the case of activists like Simon Nkoli, their immense contributions to queer history are erased solely because queer histories have been so thoroughly white-washed. Even now, we see widespread racism and ableism within queer communities, yet we also see pissed-off protestors screaming chants like ‘Black Trans Lives Matter’31 and ‘No TERFs, No SWERFs’, loud and proud.

There are tales of coalition-building across lines of race, gender, class, sexuality, disability and more that have yet to be told. The hope is that Shoulder to Shoulder will help in some way to get more of these histories written.

A critique I’ve come across often while researching this book is that the movements spot lit in these pages have failed. Sex workers in 1970s France, for example, set out to achieve decriminalisation. Fifty years later, only a handful of places, including Belgium, New Zealand and some Australian territories have decriminalised sex work.32 Does that mean the sex workers’ rights movement has failed?

Arguably, no. We’re seeing the emergence of sex work unions,33 and a gradual shift in cultural attitudes towards sex and sex work. There’s an increased sense of solidarity among these communities, as well as increased awareness among the general public of what they want and why. It still happens too rarely, but some sex workers are having their voices heard. The movement didn’t achieve decriminalisation worldwide, but it has arguably improved the lives of sex workers around the globe, even though they do still, undeniably, experience discrimination. Does this sound like a failed movement to you?

It’s worth asking what we mean when we say movements have failed, and why we say it in the first place. Here, I can’t help but think of Jack Halberstam, a queer theorist with decades of experience and an influential back catalogue of academic work, which includes books like Female Masculinity, Gaga Feminism and more. In 2011, he published an undeniably academic but brilliantly tongue-in-cheek book called The Queer Art of Failure,34 which deals in ‘low theory’, a term which Halberstam adapts from the work of cultural theorist Stuart Hall.

Instead of combing the archives for the works of revered philosophers and academics, Halberstam deals in more accessible subject matter, like the films Finding Nemo and Dude, Where’s My Car? The book is wide-ranging, but its core thesis is that we should interrogate what failure means, and who sets the terms of what societies call ‘failure’ and ‘success’. Halberstam references lesbian performance group LTTR, who describe failure as a ‘practice’. It is, in his words, a book about ‘failing well, failing often and learning, in the words of Samuel Beckett, to fail better’, which has since become a pretty popular idea. Failure can be productive, revelatory and, in a queer context especially, subversive.

Switching back to ‘success’ in the context of activism, we’re often reminded that political victories can be ripped from beneath us. The US abortion rights movement, for example, led to the passage of Roe v. Wade in 1973, which decriminalised abortion nationwide. Yet these rights turned out to be built on beds of sand; because Roe v. Wade was never codified, it was repealed in 2022.35 Currently, abortion is outlawed in many US states,36 but does that mean the US reproductive rights movement is a failure? Absolutely not. Really, I’m convinced that the desire to brand movements as ‘failed’ stems from an urge to grind us down, to tell us there’s no point even trying. Calling movements ‘failures’ sends the message that no amount of direct action, collective organisation or continued protest will ever actually help us.

It seems to me – and you might disagree, of course – that telling us past coalitions have failed is a tactic employed by those with vested interests in the status quo being maintained. It’s a rhetoric used to depoliticise us – and whose interests does that serve? To be apolitical is a luxury in an unequal world, and it’s a luxury many of us can’t access.

Shoulder to Shoulder aims to reframe these conversations. It’s loosely chronological, a choice made to highlight that even in the shittiest of times, hope has been maintained. It’s a book about trying, fucking up and then trying again, all with the help of like-minded co-conspirators.

The story begins in the early 1960s, a decade as well known for free love and mini skirts as it is for anti-war activism. We’ll travel through the earliest days of the gay rights movements, the formation of global disability coalitions, and the rise and subsequent persecution of the Black Panthers. There’s a pitstop in Thatcher’s Britain, a glimpse at the tongue-in-cheek hedonism of the Pits and Perverts benefit gig for striking miners, followed by a series of lesser-known HIV histories rooted in campy safe-sex messaging, continent-wide coalitions and the harm-reduction work of sex workers. As the tales unfold, we’ll see radical art as a vehicle for fat liberation activism, the vital work of Indigenous environmentalists, and the recent coalition-building work of trans activists across Argentina, whose inclusive messaging and headline-grabbing acts of solidarity have galvanised a historic movement. As time ticks on, the legacies of past greats will become evident; today’s revitalised unions, direct action groups and community organisations stand on the shoulders of giants, finding hope and solace in the stories of past coalitions.

It’s easy to be nihilistic, to convince ourselves that nothing will change – and if it won’t, then why bother? For plenty of us, modern life is a blur of doom-scrolling and disillusionment, working shitty jobs to keep our heads above water in an increasingly unliveable world. Yet there is hope. History is cyclical and, even in the worst of times, coalition-building can be life-saving; the power of community is a balm when all else feels hopeless. Not to be all ‘we are the world’ about this, but there is joy to be found in the chaos. Fighting for change can feel tiring and thankless, but it’s the small victories that matter the most; maybe it’s putting on a fundraising gig with your best friends or the momentary thrill of screaming your heart out at a protest. Maybe it’s as simple as building new friendships, collaging old zines and finding local communities.

It’s clear that ‘the work’ – whatever that means to you – is ongoing and, in some ways, it’s never-ending. As we continue to push forward, the goalposts will always be shifted, whether we like it or not. Shoulder to Shoulder is about crystallising those moments of past potential, and telling the human stories behind them in order to preserve the hopes of today’s coalitions.


Fighting a Working-class War

‘There is no such thing as a single-issue struggle because we do not live single-issue lives.’

– Audre Lorde

In early April, the cherry blossom trees lining Washington DC’s Tidal Basin begin to bloom. Tourists from across the world flock to the city’s picturesque parks and gardens, a rite of passage so popular that it attracts an estimated 1.5 million visitors each year.1

As 1964 drew to a close, the national campus activist organisation Students for Democratic Society (SDS) decided these famed blossoms would make the perfect backdrop for a peaceful mass protest. For months, their fury had been growing steadily at escalating US involvement in the Vietnam War. Although ongoing since 1955, public support of the war began to waver in the early 1960s. Images of unimaginable horror were being circulated in newspapers globally and civilian death tolls were rising with each brutal airstrike. By early 1965, SDS had scheduled a large-scale march on Washington for 17 April, a blaze of righteous anger amid the serenity of the city’s most beautiful season.

Although organisers had chosen the date tactically for maximum efficacy, nobody could have predicted the mammoth turnout: it’s estimated that between 15,000 and 25,000 protestors marched on that fateful day, making it the largest peace protest ever recorded in America at the time.

It’s hard to say precisely why the march was so huge but there were a few key contributing factors. The first was the recent momentum of the civil rights movement, which scored high-profile victories in the early 1960s. Acts of peaceful resistance were making front-page news and, behind the scenes, seeds of solidarity were being sown between campaigners of all races and demographics. SDS members were often the children of Second World War veterans, growing up in an era when systemic oppression and racist degradation were being challenged and spot lit. The threat of nuclear warfare loomed heavy throughout their adolescence. It’s no surprise that many were vocally anti-imperialist by the time they hit their late teens, and effective at spreading the word of revolution, especially across SDS chapters.

Music played a key role in youth involvement, too. Black artists were busy pioneering and popularising rock ’n’ roll throughout the fifties, and by the early sixties, a new wave of protest music was further raising youth awareness of injustice, led by artists like Bob Dylan and J.B. Lenoir, famed for his heartfelt epic, ‘Vietnam Blues’.

This period of US activism has become iconic – even now, it’s hard to think of solidarity and activism without thinking back to anti-war protestors lined up in front of police cars, brandishing flowers and wreaths to symbolise peace. It’s easy to see why. There was national coordination amongst activist movements, no mean feat in a pre-social media world. Protestors were ballsy in their commitment to pacifism, determined to create memorable visuals rooted in peace. They marched en masse, drawing record-breaking crowds and spreading messages of international solidarity. As a relatively new country, the US offered fertile ground for these activist movements to further their causes and make worldwide impact.

SDS undeniably made its mark. The 17 April march began with those in attendance staging a demonstration on the White House lawn, waving placards which demanded: BALLOTS NOT BOMBS IN VIETNAM! Next, they marched through the streets and congregated on the grounds of the Washington Monument, where they were serenaded by folk singers Phil Ochs and Joan Baez, both early, high-profile supporters of the anti-war movement. (Baez was later arrested at a Vietnam War protest in 1967). Throughout the afternoon, crowds listened intently to passionate speeches by civil rights leaders, peace activists and anti-poverty campaigners, who highlighted links between the Vietnam War, systemic racism and the high US poverty rates, which led to the enlistment of disproportionately working-class soldiers. In a galvanising speech, Paul Potter – a founding SDS member – asked: ‘What kind of system is it that justifies the United States or any country seizing the destinies of Vietnamese people and using them callously for its own purpose? What kind of system is it that disenfranchises people in the South, leaves millions upon millions of people throughout the country impoverished and excluded from the mainstream promise of American society?’

These broader analyses of imperialism were reflected in descriptions of Vietnam as a working-class war.2 It’s now common knowledge that troops were disproportionately working-class – an estimated 80 per cent – and men of colour. Chants such as ‘WAR ON POVERTY, NOT ON PEOPLE’ reflected these discrepancies, framing the Vietnam War as a mass killer of marginalised populations. Civil rights leaders were among the first to underline these talking points and campaigners listened. Gradually, a coalition movement was strengthening, coming together to point out that the war was disastrous, specifically for those without power.

It wasn’t just marginalised people from the US who were rising up against this war; already, there had been smaller-scale anti-Vietnam War demonstrations across the globe. In Australia,3 there are online records of solidarity marches as early as 1962, when the first Australian troops were deployed to Vietnam. In March 1965, just a few weeks before the SDS march, black-and-white photo4 was taken of a young woman in Germany. It is labelled only as an image from a ban-the-bomb demonstration against US military intervention held in Frankfurt. The woman is evidently distressed; she’s being escorted by two stern police officers, all the while clutching a sign whose message translates to NO BOMBS IN VIETNAM. The nuclear disarmament campaigns of the 1950s had launched the pacifist ‘ban the bomb’ movements, international protest collectives which regularly held solidarity marches on historic anniversaries like Hiroshima Day. According to reports, these anti-nuclear campaigns were fading in prominence by the early 1960s, but the horrors of war – not just the Vietnam War, but the Korean and Cold Wars too – were deeply imprinted on the minds of young campaigners.

As well as media coverage and the grassroots work of peace activists, photography played a key role in showcasing these atrocities, further fuelling an activism that shaped a decade. In the springtime of 1963, a photographer named Malcolm Browne stationed himself in Vietnam and found himself fascinated by a group of Buddhist monks promising ‘something spectacular by way of protest’, he recalled, in a 2012 interview with TIME magazine.5 ‘Monks were telephoning the foreign correspondents in Saigon [now known as Ho Chi Minh City] to warn them that something big was going to happen,’ Browne continued.

By this time, the correspondents were ‘bored’ by these sporadic threats and refused to take them seriously. So when a group of monks and nuns gathered at a Saigon pagoda, Browne was the only Western photographer in attendance. He followed the procession as they sidled out onto the city’s busy streets, a group of monks circling an intersection. Within minutes, a car had pulled up; out of it stepped three monks – one older, sombre-looking man and two younger men, who proceeded to drench the older man in an unidentified liquid. As they pulled out and lit a match, it became evident that the liquid was gasoline. This is the story of the so-called ‘Burning Monk’, a martyr who self-immolated in order to raise awareness of the bloody, lethal war. His aim was successful. Two years later, in March 1965, an 82-year-old peace activist named Alice Herz followed his lead in Detroit, where she declared: ‘I have chosen the burning death.’6

These stories are grisly and awful, a far cry from the flower headbands and peace symbols we see trotted out at sixties-themed fancy-dress parties, but they exemplify how solidarity blossomed and spread across nations before social media even existed. When I think of the 1960s, I see it through rose-tinted lenses. I think of the civil rights movement, of gay liberation, of radical communes filled with self-proclaimed hippies, having steamy, communal sex and dropping acid in the mountains. It’s easy to forget that this protest was in response to something; that it wasn’t all shagging and floral wreaths; that people were willing to burn themselves alive to alter the course of history, to stymie the body count of imperialism.

We’ve been conditioned to see these movements throughout a single-issue lens, forgetting that they’re all interconnected. As a result, we miss out on nuance and opportunities to learn from these shared histories.

While there is evidence that anti-war movements were largely straight and white – more on that later – the anti-Vietnam War coalition brought activists of different stripes together in one broader, communal fight, against exploitation of the lower classes. Even just at the SDS march, there were representatives from Women Strike for Peace and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), a Black, student-led organisation with a visible presence in civil rights demonstrations throughout the 1960s. At that record-breaking march on Washington, they all gathered to voice their collective outrage at what SDS organisers called a ‘hideously immoral war’.

This coalition-building is an under-discussed factor in the success of political movements throughout the 1960s, which often originated on university campuses. Vast activist networks were spread across countries, with different local chapters who communicated directly with one another. They shared their knowledge and coordinated their struggles, and SDS activists were no different; throughout the 1960s, they attended civil rights protests and watched in awe as Black campaigners across the US protested segregation, driving interracial Freedom Ride buses through segregated areas and staging sit-ins at lunch counters whose staff refused to serve them.

Teach-ins were an adaptation of these peaceful protest strategies, and played a vital role in anti-war activism. In essence, these were political lectures designed to tell the truth about what was truly happening in Vietnam, and to offer practical advice to students wanting to get involved. Teach-ins were led by infuriated university professors who’d been warned by higher-ups against ‘politicising’ their students. This vague and patronising language ordered educators to gloss over the horrors of wartime, to keep their mouths shut and avoid ruffling feathers. Obviously, students weren’t burying their heads in the sand anyway – they had already been politicised. Throughout 1964 and 1965, campus activist movements like SDS, the SNCC and the Berkeley Free Speech Movement were engaging with these curious students, telling the truth about the ever-mounting death tolls of the Vietnam War.

Not only was there student demand to learn more, academics were ready and willing to speak, despite being ordered to keep quiet. It was in 1965 that anthropologist Marshall Sahlins proposed a ‘teach-in’ at the Ann Arbor campus of the University of Michigan. In a 2017 article for The Nation,7 he recalled making a pivotal statement: ‘They say we’re shirking our responsibilities. Let’s teach in instead of teaching out. We’ll take over the buildings after classes and talk about Vietnam all night. A teach-in.’ Historian Bill Zimmerman described these teach-ins as ‘remarkably successful’,8 part of a wider strategy to first educate and then organise potential protestors. According to Zimmerman, these efforts of anti-war campaigners in 1964 and 1965 led to activists gaining ‘a deep knowledge of Vietnam and the war’, whereas ‘protests, while still small, did normalise opposition despite accusations that they were un-American. Seeds of doubt planted in the press and the public would flower later.’

By the mid-1960s, it was apparent that the messages of anti-war activism were trickling across borders, sparking a mass resurgence of anti-nuclear movements. In fact, just two days after the SDS March on Washington, London’s iconic Trafalgar Square was swarmed by an estimated 50,000 protestors, who took part in the Easter March for Peace.9 The following year, 1965, marked a particular turning point, a perfect storm of protest. Together, the civil rights, anti-war and anti-nuclear movements were coalescing, planting the seeds of worldwide resistance that would have lasting impact.

Despite being rooted in solidarity and anti-imperialism, none of this is to say the anti-war movement was perfect, diverse or even welcoming to marginalised groups. Here, caveats are important: by the mid-to-late 1960s, the anti-war movement was spreading globally, and it’s clear that no movement is monolithic. However, leftist
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